Abstract Inflection is generally considered to be more productive than derivation. To justify such an assumption, the syntactic function of inflectional morphology is contrasted with the mainly lexical function of derivational morphology. In this paper, the whole question will be carefully discussed with the help of recently developed quantitative approaches to productivity. On the basis of data taken from Italian, it will be shown that a quantitative approach to productivity can shed light on this intricate question by revealing the double nature of inflectional morphology, which on the one hand sides with derivational morphology because of its lexically conditioned inflectional classes. On the other, it scores very high productivity rates for the single inflectional categories in accordance with its syntactic function. Furthermore, the productivity rates of the inflectional categories considered are shown to be not uniform: several factors may influence their productivity, as for instance the substitutive usage of periphrases with modals, even in a language like Italian in which the latter are far less grammaticalized than in others.
Introduction
It is almost a common place in theoretical morphology to consider inflection to be generally more productive than derivation. Similar statements can be found in many overviews discussing the main differences between inflection and derivation. To justify such an assumption, the main function of inflectional morphology is usually invoked, which generally produces word forms to be used in syntax. The syntactic function of inflectional morphology is contrasted with the mainly lexical function of derivational morphology, which contributes to lexical enrichment. These distinct functions are usually taken to be one of the most relevant criteria distinguishing inflection from derivation. Clearly related to the idea of a syntactically determined component producing word forms is also the notion of paradigm, which is central for inflectional morphology, whereas its role in derivational morphology is at least debatable. From this point of view, it is generally much easier to speak of inflectional categories than of derivational categories, the latter being subject to a number of restrictions and gaps which strongly undermine the heuristic validity of the concept (cf. Rainer 2000 for a survey).
On the other hand, at least in fusional languages inflectional morphology also displays a number of restrictions of a lexical nature, in that inflectional classes may condition the morphological behavior of a lexeme in ways that resemble derivational, i.e., lexically conditioned, morphology. In order to tease these two perspectives apart, the double nature of inflectional morphology needs to be distinguished. On the one hand, the syntactic function of inflection requires a maximization of the productivity of the inflectional categories in order to supply syntax with the required word forms. On the other, lexically conditioned inflectional classes may display considerably different productivity values, which may also be smaller than those of derivational morphology.
In this paper, the question of productivity in inflectional morphology will be carefully discussed with the help of recently developed quantitative, corpusbased approaches to productivity. In particular, the so-called variable-corpus approach developed in Gaeta and Ricca (2006) on the basis of the original procedure suggested by Baayen (1989) will be shown to provide an optimal frame for investigating the productivity of inflectional morphology. Relying on data taken from the verbal morphology of a richly inflecting language like Italian, it will be shown that the variable-corpus approach to productivity can shed light on this intricate question by concretely revealing the double nature of inflectional morphology. On the one hand, the productivity values side with those of derivational morphology because of the lexically conditioned inflectional classes, while on the other the productivity rates of the inflectional categories are very high in accordance with their syntactic function.
